Western University

Scholarship@Western
2021 Undergraduate Awards

The Undergraduate Awards

2021

"My old friend, the sea": Fin-de-siècle aesthetic influence in
Debussy's La mer
Benjamin Wallace

Follow this and additional works at: https://ir.lib.uwo.ca/undergradawards_2021

“My old friend, the sea”:
FIN-DE-SIÈCLE AESTHETIC INFLUENCE IN DEBUSSY’S LA MER

Benjamin Wallace
180658590
MU271: Music History II
April 3, 2020

Wallace 2
The power, vastness, and mystery of the ocean have been a source of artistic inspiration
for centuries. In the nineteenth century, the sea was treated with symbolism and personification
to the point of becoming a multi-dimensional character reflecting the aesthetic tastes of the era.
Claude Debussy’s La mer (1905) finds its roots in the same subject, inspired by a life-long
passion for the sea that according to Simon Trezise “recur[s] like a leitmotif through his
correspondence and writings.”1 At the turn of the twentieth century, a wide variety of new
aesthetic trends, artistic styles, and cultural influences was alive in the city of Paris, absorbed by
Debussy and incorporated into his composition. Debussy capitalized on fin-de-siècle aesthetic
trends to connect the freedom of nature with an “idealised free music” that is unrestricted by
formal convention, allowing him to evoke an image of the sea dramatically different from the
way it was personified in the preceding century.
The dawn of the Romantic era ushered in heightened emotionalism and emphasis on the
individual that pervaded visual art, literature, and music. The composers of the day imposed
these aesthetic principles on their subjects with vigour, often turning natural phenomena into
metaphors expressing some weighty Romantic truth. One of the favourite victims of such
treatment was the ocean; her strength and magnitude were frequently linked to a sense of
adventure, the pioneering of new heights and depths, and the Sturm und Drang and ultimate
power of the human spirit. This use of ocean metaphor complements Jean Paul’s 1813 statement
that “Romanticism is beauty without bounds,”2 equating beauty with limitless, unbridled
expression that only the sea could hope to represent. Wagner, who was first a dramatist and then
a musician according to Debussy,3 is well-known for using the sea as a metaphor for his
Simon Trezise, Debussy, La mer ( Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 1.
Christopher Heading, A History of Western Music (Frogmore: Triad Paperbacks Ltd, 1977), 199.
3
Léon Vallas, The Theories of Claude Debussy ( New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1967), 112-113.
1
2
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anti-hero’s tempestuous fate.4 An example of this can be seen in the overture to Der fliegende
Holländer, w
 here Wagner introduces a leitmotiv symbolizing the stormy sea among the main
characters’ leitmotivs to set up some of the opera’s important themes. Mendelssohn also selects
the sea as his subject in his concert overture The Hebrides, although this work is meant to
express the changing character of the sea itself rather than represent the human condition.
Though a wealth of examples is found in the Romantic era, the use of particular rhythmic motifs
such as pairs of undulating pitches to represent the movement of water can be found as early as
Mozart.5 Beyond the ocean, Romantic composers found a wide array of metaphorical material
throughout the natural world. In his Pastoral Symphony, Beethoven sought to represent nature
scenes such as brooks, thunderstorms, and general feelings pertaining to the countryside.
Beethoven made it clear that his goal was to express feelings caused by nature rather than to
simply represent it, though Debussy criticized its “mechanical expression,” calling the symphony
“useless imitation, purely arbitrary interpretation. Can one render the mystery of a forest by
measuring the height of the trees? Is it not rather its unfathomable depths that appeal to the
imagination?”6 Strauss’s representation of the natural in his symphonic poems was also
distasteful to Debussy.7 While Romantic composers favoured a human-centred, programmatic
approach to ocean composition, Debussy viewed the sea through fresh eyes at the turn of the
twentieth century.
Léon Vallas notes that at the premiere of La mer, some audience members were
disappointed that it “lacked the violence, the tense romantic feeling, which according to some

4

Trezise, 33.
Ibid., 32.
6
Vallas, 135.
7
Caroline Potter, “Debussy and nature,” in The Cambridge Companion to Debussy, ed. Simon Trezise
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 145.
5
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people must inevitably animate a seascape, producing an atmosphere of agitation and upheaval.”8
The Sturm und Drang of the late eighteenth century came to be an expected quality in aquatic
music, one of the many conventions undermined by Debussy. Indeed, the Debussyan sea was
influenced by a combination of Impressionist and Symbolist ideals, all of which emphasized an
objective portrayal of nature not meant to reflect a state of mind.9 Whereas Romantic music put
the individual at the centre, Debussy’s goal was to bring the sea itself back to the forefront.
Interestingly, the reproduction of Hokusai’s The Great Wave off Kanagawa o n the front cover of
first edition La mer score does not include the boats in the original piece, subtly pointing towards
a lack of human influence on the natural. Debussy’s approach to nature is described by Caroline
Potter as an “idealised vision of a pure, untainted world in which living creatures either are
absent or play an unimportant part. Imitations of living things were unacceptable to Debussy…
he preferred to evoke timeless natural phenomena such as the sea.”10 In the hands of Debussy,
the natural world was no longer a vehicle for emotion, but rather an outlet for him to connect the
freedom of nature with free thought and imagination. It is well-known that Debussy had a deep
passion for nature, calling it a book that “musicians read but too little.”11 Love of the natural
world is but one of Debussy’s plein-air i deas published in La Revue Blanche, a long with clarity
over obscurity and the idea that music should be meant for all and that its beauty should provide
immediate enjoyment.12 Debussy also prided himself on producing uniquely French music, a
rejection of German Romanticism and its dominance over Western music. At the beginning of

Léon Vallas, Claude Debussy: His life and works (New York: Dover Publics, Inc., 1973), 172.
Potter, 150.
10
Ibid., 149.
11
Vallas, Claude Debussy, 8.
12
Brooks Toliver, “Debussy after Symbolism: The Formation of a Nature Aesthetic, 1901-1913,” (PhD diss.,
University of California, 1994), 77-78.
8
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his career, Debussy was enthusiastic about the music of Wagner, noted for making “pilgrimages
to Bayreuth” to hear the music of the master. Later in life, he came to profess anti-Wagnerism,
rejecting “Wagnerian bombast” and the way in which he expounded philosophy through his
music.13 Debussy also disliked the musical procedure present in Wagner’s writing, instead
favouring free forms that prized constant exposition of new themes and discouraged excessive
development. Another critical factor influencing Debussy’s aesthetic tastes is the development of
visual art; in fact, he and Erik Satie both claimed that they were able to learn more about their
craft from painters than their fellow musicians.14
The late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries held no shortage of diverse schools of
thought in the field of painting, providing rich inspiration for Debussy. La Belle Époque i n
France lasted from the end of the Franco-Prussian War in 1871 to the outbreak of World War I in
1914, a period which roughly frames the duration of Debussy’s life. It was a time of optimism,
economic prosperity and cultural innovation rooted in Paris, and Debussy spent a great deal of
time in bookshops and cafés discussing the aesthetic trends of the day with other influential
artists, particularly idolizing Baudelaire, Flaubert, Mallarmé, and his close friend Louÿs.15
Romantic art had celebrated sublimity, terror, and the heroic, and the primary genre cultivated
during this period was history painting. At the beginning of La Belle Époque, t he egalitarianism
and reformist values of the Third Republic began to influence visual art, and many painters
turned to naturalism, a descriptive and direct aesthetic that highlighted contemporary French life

Vallas, Theories of Claude Debussy, 112.
Mary McAuliffe, Dawn of the Belle Epoque ( Lanham: The Rowman & Littlefield Publishing Group, Inc.,
2011), 208-209.
15
Ibid., 224-226.
13
14
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and came to dominate the late nineteenth century.16 Naturalism, often referred to as réalisme,
sought to eliminate the exotic and supernatural and require only vernacular cultural knowledge
so as to be easily comprehended by the common man.17 While this movement indeed had
widespread appeal, painters such as Monet, Seurat, and Cézanne found this approach to be too
focused on Republic ideals and the material, turning instead to a new aesthetic.18 Impressionism
freed the artist from an empirical style focused on precision, focusing instead on communicating
“le grand mystère de la nature” through colour and effects of light, and by generally conveying
mood aroused by a subject rather than directly describing it.19 Debussy’s music is frequently
connected with these same principles, but a second movement that took root in the last years of
the nineteenth century also greatly shaped him. Symbolism, another reaction to réalisme, revived
some of the mystical elements of Romanticism and placed great emphasis on organicism by
going directly to the natural source to express states of mind, rather than interpreting pre-existing
writings or human thoughts on the natural subject. Artists of the Symbolist movement promoted
health, vigour, clarity, and a reverence for the natural in their art, principles embraced by
Debussy both in his selection of texts for his music and his compositional style.
The variety of aesthetic ideals that blossomed at the fin-de-siècle are in many ways
synthesized by Debussy’s La mer, a set of symphonic sketches premiered in 1905. The important
role that the sea played in Debussy’s life since childhood is evident in his letters.20 For example,

Richard Thomson, Art of the Actual: naturalism and style in early Third Republic France, 1880-1900 ( New
Haven: Yale University Press, 2012), 1.
17
Ibid., 6.
18
Ibid., 239.
19
Richard Shiff, “To move the eyes: Impressionism, Symbolism, and well-being, c. 1 891,” in Impressions of
French Modernity: Art and Literature in France, 1850-1900, ed. Richard Hobbs (Manchester: Manchester
University Press, 1998), 191.
20
Nigel Simeone, “Debussy and expression,” in The Cambridge Companion to Debussy, ed. Simon Trezise
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 108.
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on one occasion Debussy wrote that he “was intended for the noble career of a sailor and [had]
only deviated from that path thanks to the quirks of fate. Even so, I’ve retained a sincere
devotion to the sea.”21 Later in the same letter, Debussy writes of his “innumerable memories,
and those, in my view, are worth more than a reality which, charming as it may be, tends to
weigh too heavily on the imagination.”22 It is this collection of thoughts and memories of the sea
that is evoked in La mer, c apturing the invisible atmosphere created by the sea rather than
anything representational. Debussy was very careful to avoid the association of his three sketches
with any program, a quality of Romantic music which he detested. He also wanted to avoid any
connection to the nineteenth-century symphony, thus his decision to classify the three
movements as l’ésquisses. I ronically, Trezise notes that the Slow Introduction - Allegro,
“scherzo”, fast finale structure of La mer c omes fairly close to the exact genre which Debussy
was trying to avoid.23 Oscar Thompson suggests the three-movement structure may allude to a
very loose program depicting “the sea awakening, the awakened sea at play, the wild sea.”24
Though this observation encapsulates the logic of the sketches’ progression, it does not have any
implications of significance in regard to a program. A point of evidence reinforcing Debussy’s
rejection of program is his decision to discard the first sketch’s original title, Mer belle aux îles
Sanguinaires, in favour of a more vague title that sets up Impressionist experimentation with
changing light: De l’aube à midi sur la mer. Painting the same subject at different times of day
with emphasis on shifts in light was a favourite technique of Monet, applied by Debussy in La
mer as “time [appears] to be momentarily unfrozen as the viewer passes from image to image.”25
François Lesure and Roger Nichols, eds., Debussy Letters ( Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1987), 141.
Ibid.
23
Trezise, 47-48.
24
Ibid., 40.
25
Simeone, 110.
21
22
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Debussy’s “heterophonic orchestra” is also distinctly Impressionistic, blurring melodic line with
simultaneous variants that are strengthened by carefully-selected timbral mixtures.26 In general,
Debussy’s translation of the sea to a musical score relies on colour, shape, and movement,
avoiding the representational clichés and tropes that had been favoured since Mozart.27
De l’aube à midi sur la mer is filled to the brim with examples of the dynamic movement
of water and freedom of nature, contributing to Debussy’s goal of creating a “correspondence
between Nature and the Imagination” rather than using nature as a tool for human expression.28
Though Debussy was not fond of formal structure, this sketch is in a clearly-defined ABCDE
form consisting of an introduction, two principal sections, an interlude, and a coda. While
particular rhythmic motifs do recur throughout the sketch, Debussy does not rely on development
or motivic unification in the same way that a Romantic symphonic composer would.29 The
introduction begins with metrical ambiguity, a quality that lasts for the duration of the
movement. The oboe introduces one of the first rhythmic motifs, characterized by a dynamic
swell mimicking the rising and sinking of a small wave (Appendix 1.1). This is followed by a
horn motif that recurs throughout the piece, again evocative of the movement of the waves by
way of dynamic swell (Appendix 1.2). Debussy is careful to avoid too much rhythmic density
early on; it is still early in the day and larger waves are yet to come. An accelerando leads into
the first principal section, initiated by an undulating figure in the strings (Appendix 1.3). There is
an array of motivic fragments present in this section, appearing in short-lived spurts that climax
and then sink back into the texture. A motif of greater significance is introduced in the horns, set
Mark DeVoto, “The Debussy sound: colour, texture, gesture,” in The Cambridge Companion to Debussy, ed.
Simon Trezise (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), 181.
27
Potter, 147.
28
Ibid., 149.
29
Trezise, 83.
26
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in octaves by Debussy to produce a timbre that stands out from the busy strings (Appendix 1.4).
Several contrasting motifs appear, such as a rapid triplet flute “arabesque” (Appendix 1.5). An
extremely thick texture juxtaposing various rhythmic motifs climaxes at the end of the section,
then sinking to a pianissimo timpani roll. The second principal section begins with a robust choir
of cellos (Appendix 1.6), complemented by a fresh tempo and harmony that alludes to the Dorian
mode. Two variations on this cello motif are presented with linking interludes, each one
developing a basic rhythmic motif (Appendix 1.7) and ending with dwindling momentum. An
interlude in strophic form with whole tone harmonies and solo violin leads into the Coda,
beginning with a “call of the deep” chorale in the horns, whose deep, rich sound is
complemented by portato flutes and wave-like harps (Appendix 1.8). Debussy recalls past motifs
and introduces new expository material until the very end of the sketch, bringing it to a close
with a vast swell of sound and eventual fade to piano. Overall, the sketch avoids straightforward
rhythmic tropes such as arpeggiated triads or excessive “undulating” alternating pitches, instead
favouring a rhythmic density that is evocative of the constant movement of the sea.
Many of the rhythmic and tonal elements of La mer p ay homage to Japan, a
late-nineteenth-century trend that heavily influenced Debussy. When Japan was forced to open
its doors to the West in 1854, its art became all the rage among European collectors and
households alike. In Europe, Japan was considered to be similar to a medieval state whose
artistic treasures remained untainted by recent European art movements,30 a quality that would
have especially appealed to Debussy’s love for the music of the past. Aestheticism is a
celebration of all that is beautiful in a visual sense, manifested through the Japanese Ukiyo-e

30

Max Put, Plunder and Pleasure : Japanese Art in the West 1860-1930 (Leiden: Hotei Pub., 2000), 13.
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school, literally meaning “visions of the floating world.”31 This style of art reached its pinnacle
in the nineteenth century with Hokusai and Hiroshige, who created popular wood-block prints
for commoners rather than the aristocracy. Ukiyo-e art had considerable influence on
Impressionism in France, and Trezise notes that the Hokusai aesthetic is absorbed by La mer.32
Debussy loved Ukiyo-e’s tendency to paint incomplete pictures enkindling the imagination and
decorated his study with prints such as Hokusai’s Great Wave. Debussy also collected small
ornamental objects called Netsuke, such as a small porcelain toad named Arkel which he claimed
needed to be on his desk in order for him to work.33 The elements of spontaneity and momentary
experience present in Japanese art inspired Debussy, particularly the freedom embodied in the
woodprints that exemplified how an artist could create in a way that is “not fixed.”34 One
example of Japanese influence in La mer is Debussy’s frequent use of the pentatonic scale,
identified by Parks as a hallmark of Debussyan style.35 The first sketch is teeming with
pentatonicism: a “rising sun” motif in the violas in the introduction (Appendix 1.9), a flute motif
in parallel pentatonic fifths in the first principal section (Appendix 1.10), and the aforementioned
undulating string motif (Appendix 1.3). The sketch’s freely-shaped, smoothly blended phrases
and continuous transformation from beginning to end also contribute to the sense of freedom
derived from Japanese influence.
Diverse critical reception of La mer a t its premiere is telling of the public opinion of
Debussy’s aesthetic reaction to the Romanticism of the nineteenth century. Perhaps the most
Kelvyn Grant Lilley, Life Imitates Art : the Aesthetic Movement, 1860-1900 ( Beloit: Friends of the Beloit
College Museums, 1987), 7.
32
Trezise, 37.
33
Tomoko Maki, “Connections Across Oceans: Debussy, Impressionism, and ‘The Floating World (Ukiyo-e)’
31

of Japanese Art,” (DMA diss., University of Washington, 2014), 21.
34
Ibid., 86.
35
Richard S. Parks, The Music of Claude Debussy (New Haven: Yale University, 1989), 142.
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famous critical response to La mer i s a statement made by Pierre Lalo in Le Temps: “ I do not
hear, I do not see, I do not smell the sea.”36 He went on to criticize that the work felt more like a
reproduction of nature than an evocation of nature itself, perhaps underwhelmed by the work’s
lack of Sturm und Drang. L
 uc Marvy criticized La mer from a different angle in Monde Musical,
calling it “a regular salad of sonorities.”37 He believed that Debussy was overly committed to
faithfully reproducing the movement of the water to the point of it becoming sound, not music.
In Mercure de France, o n the other hand, Jean Marnold praised the “grandeur and delicacy” of
Debussy’s work, and his ability to “interweave their shimmering colours into one fascinating
polyphonic tissue full of extraordinary verve and brilliant fantasy.”38 Jean Chantavoine also
responded favourably, commenting that “I think no one, who was not deliberately hostile, could
listen to this music without its awakening a thousand memories, dim impressions which he
thought he had entirely forgotten…”39 Clearly, the critics were anything but unanimous when it
came to reviewing La mer, though there is at least a grain of truth in both the negative and
positive reviews. While Lalo and Marvy were critical of the focus on rhythm and lack of drama
in La mer, t hese were two important points defining Debussy’s shift from a Romantic to a
modern aesthetic. The positive reviews recognize the Impressionist qualities of colour, play with
timbre, and awakening of imagination and memory.
Claude Debussy’s La mer epitomizes fin-de-siècle aesthetic trends and creates a
strikingly original portrait of the sea, drawing inspiration from visual art and seeking to evoke
rather than represent its subject. Debussy’s experimentation with rhythm, colour, and timbre all

Vallas, Claude Debussy, 1 72.
Ibid., 175.
38
Ibid.
39
Ibid., 174.
36
37
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allow him to capture the movement of water, effects of changing light, and recollection of
memories that are so characteristic of the Impressionist and Symbolist movements. Further
inspiration comes from Japanese art forms such as Ukiyo-e prints and Netsuke, both of which
champion freedom and connection with nature that are integral to La mer. A
 t the turn of the
twentieth century, Debussy left the Romantic sea behind, seeking instead to evoke an image
based on the relationship which he describes best: “My old friend, the sea; it is always endless
and beautiful. It is really the thing in nature which best puts you in your place.”40

40

361.

Richard Orledge, “Satie at Sea, and the Mystery of La ‘Belle Cubaine,’” Music & Letters 7 1, no. 3 (1990):
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Appendix 1: Musical Examples
1.1 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 6-9

1.2 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 12-17

1.3 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), m. 31

1.4 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 35-41
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1.5 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 47-48

1.6 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 84-85

1.7 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 86-88

Wallace 15
1.8 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 126-127

1.9 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 3-5

1.10 Debussy, La mer (“De l’aube à midi sur la mer”), mm. 33-34
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